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SIGNIFICANCE  OF  THE  INCREASED  EMPHASIS  ON  FOOD  QUALITY  \J 

The  high  level  of  consumer  income  since  World  ¥ar  II  has  permitted 
consumers  tc  be  more  selective  of  the  quality  of  food  they  purchase.  They 
have  been  able  and  willing  to  pay  for  many  additional  services  such  as 
partial  preparation  of  foods  outside  the  home,  special  handling,  and  pre- 
packaging to  maintain  food  quality  and  make  it  more  attractive.  This 
changing  market  demand  has  done  much  to  encourage  new  marketing  practices 
and  these  practices  in  turn  have  had  their  effect  on  consumer  buying 
habits.  Farmers  have  responded  by  giving  emphasis  to  improved  harvesting 
methods  and  the  production  of  meat-type  hogs,  broad-breasted  turkeys, 
special  breeds,  of  meat-type  chickens,  and  other  improved  commodities. 

How  is  this  emphasis  on  quality  affecting  demand  for  farm  products? 
What  is  it  doing  to  the  marketing  margin?  What  should  be  done  through 
improved  market  and  farm  practices  under  these  conditions  to  maximize  net 
farm  returns?  Many  practices  to  improve  quality  add  costs  to  farm  produc- 
tion as  well  as  to  marketing.  Other  practices,  such  as  increased  culling 
at  the  farm  and  improved  farm  handling  to  protect  keeping  quality,  reduce 
marketing  costs.  This  article  reviews  considerations  involved  in  seeking 
answers  to  the  above  questions. 

The  physical  limit  on  amount  of  food  people  can  consume  per  capita 
in  this  country  seems  to  be  approximately  reached.  Any  further  substantial 
increase  in  per  capita  domestic  consumption  of  food  will  have  to  be  in  terms 
of  higher  quality,  not  increased  quantity.  This  fact  takes  on  special  sig- 
nificance with  most  agricultural  products  already  being  produced  in  adequate 
or  surplus  supply  and  the  rate  of  gain  in  ability  to  produce  matching  or 
exceeding  population  growth. 

Marketers  have  increased  the  quality  and/or  changed  the  form  of 
products  sold  at  retail  through  such  services  as  more  trimming  of  fat  and 
bone  from  meat  cuts,  prepackaging  meat  and  fresh  fruits  and  vegetables, 
more  refrigeration,  and  processing  products  in  ways  which  require  less 
preparation  in  the  home.  These  services  have  added  to  the  marketing  mar- 
gin. It  is  not  known  whether  they  have  increased  the  aggregate  demand 
for  products  at  the  farm  level  or  reduced  it. 

Gains  to  Agriculture 

Benefits  to  agriculture  from  improved  quality  often  are  pictured  as 
coming  from  either  (l)  increased  consumption  or  (2)  higher  prices.  While 
true  in  part,  neither  explanation  is  completes 
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1.  An  outstanding  illustration  of  increased  consumption  because  of 
improved  quality  is  in  processed  orange  juice.  Even  when  the 
best  processing  methods  were  followed,  canned  orange  juice  lacked 
quite  a  bit  in  coming  up  to  natural  juice  flavor.  Development  of 
the  technique  of  concentrating  orsnge  juice,  then  adding  back  a 
small  amount  of  fresh  juice  and  freezing,  made  processed  orange 
juice  so  acceptable  that  total  demand  for  oranges  was  increased. 
The  greater  consumption  of  frozen  orange  juice  more  than  offset 

•  accompanying  declines  in  consumption  of  both  fresh  oranges  and 
canned  juice.  However,  the  extent  to  which  increased  consump- 
tion of  oranges  might  have  been  compensated  for  in  a  decline  in 
per  capita  nutritive  intake  of  other  foods,  such  as  grapefruit, 
prunes,  or  tomato  juice,  is  not  known.  To  appraise  whether  or 
not  a  gain  in  aggregate  demand  for  agricultural  products  is 
achieved  under  such  conditions,  more  needs  to  be  known  about 
substitution  among  commodities. 

2.  Although  premium  prices  often  are  paid  for  improved  quality, 
such  prices  can  be  expected  to  decline  as  increased  amounts  are 
supplied  the  market  until  they  reach  a  balance  with  its  cost  of 
production.  How  large. a  premium  can  be  expected  for  given 
amounts  of  a  particular  product  quality  depends  on  the  shape  of 
its  individual  demand  curve.  How  long  a  price  premium  can  be 
maintained  depends  on  many  factors,  including  the  rate  at  which 
production  adjustments  are  made.  More  study  is  needed  of  these 
possibilities. 

Basically,  farmers  gain  from  an  expanded  demand  for  quality  in  much 
the  same  way  as  they  would  from  an  increased  demand  for  quantity.  When- 
ever production  of  either  quantity  or  quality  requires  use  of  additional 
agricultural  resources,  including  technical  know-how,  the  demand  for  these 
resources  is  increased  and  agriculture  can  expect  increased  returns  for 
their  use.  2/ 

Standardization  of  Quality 

Along  with  increased  emphasis  on  higher  quality  since  World  War  II, 
wholesalers  and  retailers  have  insisted  on  quality  standardization.  To 
gain  the  greater  efficiency  and  effectiveness  of  mass  advertising,  mass 
handling,  mass  display,  and  mass  pricing,  it  has  been  necessary  for  them 
to  obtain  farm  products  of  uniform  size  and  quality  in  substantial  vol- 
ume. Because  of  this,  it  has  not  been  unusual  for  carload  lots  of  fruits 
and  vegetables  and  other  products  of  uniform  quality  to  bring  higher 
prices  than  small  lots  of  higher  quality. 

Agriculture  has  made  some  progress  toward  the  production  of  more 
standardized  items  through  wider  use  among  farmers  of  improved  breeds 
and  strains  of  beef,  swine,  and  poultry,  and  improved  plant  varieties. 


2/   The  same  gain  in  aggregate  demand  for  agricultural  resources  can  be 
achieved  in  a  shift  in  consumption  from  a  lower  priced  item  such  as  wheat 
to  a  higher  priced  item  such  as  meat.  For  purposes  of  this  article,  con- 
sideration is  limited  to  shifts  between  different  qualities  of  the  same 
commodity. 


Modern  cultural  practices  also  have  contributed  to  standardization.  In 
some  instances  this  standardization  reduced  quality;  for  example,  mechani- 
cal cotton  picking  increases  the  trash  content.  In  another  instance,  such 
as  in  the  application  of  the  new  sprays,  both  higher  quality  and  greater 
standardization  are  achieved. 

The  nature  of  agricultural  production,  however,  is  such  that  wide 
variations  occur  in  quality  because  of  the  inherent  variability  of  living 
things,  the  capriciousness  of  weather,  differences  in  soil,  intensity  of 
disease  and  insect  attack,  and  so  on.  Because  of  this,  a  large  problem 
still  exists  at  harvest  of  how  best  to  sort  farm  products  into  more  homo- 
geneous lots.  It  is  only  through  such  sorting  that  the  requirements  of 
wholesalers  and  retailers  for  more  uniform  quality  can  be  met. 

Sometimes,  grading  is  done  in  the  field.  For  example,  lettuce  is 
selected,  trimmed,  and  packed  in  one  combined  harvesting  and  packing 
operation.  Also,  farmers  usually  sort  their  own  products  when  they  are 
supplying  a  small  local  outlet.  In  most  instances,  however,  it  has  been 
necessary  for  sorting  and  grading  to  be  done  at  the  point  of  first  assembly 
by  a  cooperative  or  other  shipper,  who  can  bring  together  large  lots  of 
individual  grades  and  sizes  and  who  can  control  quality  standardization 
more  rigidly  than  on  the  farms. 

Some  farmers,  particularly  the  smaller  ones,  may  miss  the  opportunity 
for  self-employment  provided  by  on-the-farm  sorting  of  their  own  products. 
In  general,  however,  farmers  gain  through  centralized  grading  because  of 
the  increased  marketing  efficiency  standardized  products  in  large  quantities 
make  possible. 

Identification  of  Quality 

In  many  ways,  adequate  identification  of  quality  from  farm  to  consumer 
is  the  key  to  farmers  obtaining  benefits  from  the  increased  emphasis  on 
quality.  Before  housewives  can  be  expected  to  shift  consumption  from  a 
lower  to  a  higher  quality  of  the  same  product,  and  thus  expand  demand  for 
agricultural  resources,  practical  means  must  be  available  for  them  to 
identify  quality  at  point  of  retail  sale.  Also,  if  a  program  of  standard- 
izing quality  in  large  lots  is  to  be  fully  successful  in  facilitating 
marketing,  meaningful  quality  measures  must  be  used.  If  farmers  are  to 
be  paid  for  differences  in  quality  and  production  of  the  more  desired 
qualities  stimulated,  economically  significant  measures  of  quality  must 
be  used  when  their  products  are  sold. 

Two  general  means  of  quality  identification  are  available:   (l) 
Private  brand  labels  and  (2)  Federal  and  State  grade  standards.  Both 
have  advantages  and  disadvantages  and  ways  in  which  they  conflict  with 
and  complement  each  other.  Private  labels,  while  sometimes  used  by  farm- 
ers as  a  basis  for  selling,  are  not  as  widely  used  by  them  for  this  purpose 
as  are  the  Federal  and  State  grades.  Few  farmers  have  large  enough  opera- 
tions for  their  brands  to  command  marketwide  recognition.  Several  coopera- 
tives, however,  have  been  able  to  develop  such  recognition  and  their  brands 
are  well  known  by  most  families  in  the  United  States.  In  wholesale  trad- 
ing, Federal  and  State  grades  are  in  widest  use.  In  retail  selling,  brand 
labels  dominate. 
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The  only  extensive  use  of  Federal  and  State  grade  standards  at  retail 
is  in  selling  eggs  and  fresh  beef.  Forty-three  States  rec^uire  eggs  sold 
at  retell  to  be  graded  and  labeled  according  to  official  standards .  A  big 
increase  in  beef  grading  occurred  under  price  control  during  World  War  II 
and  then  later  during  the  Korean  conflict  when  grading  of  beef  was  manda- 
tory. This  introduced  many  consumers  to  Federal  meat  grades  and,  -while 
such  grading  is  no  longer  mandatory,  a  strong  consumer  demand  for  federally 
graded  beef  has  continued.  In  response,  packers  and  distributors  now  have 
about  one-half  of  all  beef  federally  graded.  This  compares  to  only  10  per- 
cent graded  just  before  World  War  II* 

No  matter  whether  brands  or  grades  are  used,  the  problem  of  quality 
identification  is  relatively  simple  when  easily  detected  factors  such  as 
color,  shape,  and  freedom  from  blemishes  of  fruits  and  vegetables  are 
accepted  as  the  principal  components  of  quality.  It  is  another  matter, 
however,  when  the  development  of  special  skills  are  required  to  evaluate 
product  quality  such  as  in  meats,  milk,  eggs,  and  fibers,  and  even  more 
so  when  quality  characteristics  are  used  which  can  only  be  determined  in 
the  laboratory  such  as  the  vitamin  and  mineral  content  of  food.  In  some 
instances  the  less  obvious  means  of  quality  identification  are  regarded 
as  trade  secrets  but  this  is  declining  in  the  face  of  increasing  farmer 
and  trade  use  of  the  Federal-State  Grading  Service. 

Future  Prospects 

Consumer  preference  surveys  and  in-use  testing  of  farm  products  are 
providing  a  better  understanding  of  the  consumer's  point  of  view,  and 
could  be  used  as  a.  basis  for  brands  end  grades  that  would  give  increased 
consumer  satisfaction. 

Farm  production  research  is  pointing  out  opportunities  for  enhancing 
the  nutritive  value  of  milk  through  special  feeding  of  dairy  animals, 
increasing  the  mineral  content  of  vegetables  through  special  fertiliza- 
tion, and  improving  the  quality  of  farm  products  in  many  other  ways. 

Those  responsible  for  the  development  and  application  of  Federal 
and  State  standards  and  private  brands  can  do  much  through  improved  recog- 
nition and  identification  of  quality  to  help  consumers  put  to  relative 
optimum  use  the  different  qualities  farmers  produce  and  thus  expand  demand 
for  agricultural  output.  They  also  can  help  farmers  identify  quality 
differences  and  thus  encourage  production  of  the  desired  qualities. 

Farmers  cannot  afford  to  produce  higher  quality  products  unless  there 
is  a  financial  gain  for  them  or  at  least  the  prospects  of  one.  Because  of 
this,  adequate  attention  needs  to  be  given  to  the  economic  aspects  of  pro- 
ducing and  marketing  higher  quality  products.  Market  appraisals  are 
needed,  commodity  by  commodity,  of  opportunities  and  means  for  expanding 
demand  for  agricultural  products  through  improved  quality  and  quality 
identification.  Such  studies  should  cover  the  effect  of  different  market- 
ing services  on  demand  for  farm  products  at  the  farm  level,  the  effects 
of  on-the-farm  quality  improvements  on  marketing  costs  and  practices,  the 
relation  of  costs  to  potential  returns  for  producing  quality,  -where  to 
establish  grade  boundaries  to  maximize  returns,  and  means  of  strengthen- 
ing farmer  bargaining  to  get  paid  for  qualities  produced. 
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